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ABSTRACT 



This study examines the unionization rates of teachers in 
traditional government, charter, and private schools to determine how school 
choice might affect school employee labor unions, including the Michigan 
Education Association and the Michigan Federation of Teachers. The findings 
of this study reveal that unions have powerful financial incentives to 
maintain the current barriers to school choice, including the Michigan 
constitutional ban on K-12 tuition vouchers and tax credits. Nearly 9 out of 
10 school children attend public schools with unionized teachers. However, 
unions have been mostly unsuccessful in their attempts to organize teachers 
in charter and private schools, where few employees are willing to join a 
union or pay dues. To date, only 5 of Michigan's 139 charter schools are 
unionized, and only 2 out of the 782 private schools surveyed were found to 
have unionized teachers. To union officials, expanded school choice may mean 
a reduction in their organizations' income and political power as greater 
numbers of low- and middle -income families choose to send their children to 
charter and private schools with nonunionized workforces. Union officials 
understand that if families are allowed to effectively choose from among an 
expanded array of alternative, nonunionized schools, so are dues -paying 
school employees. (RT) 
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FOR PUBLIC POLICY 

The Mackinac Center for Public Policy is a nonpartisan research and educational 
organization devoted to improving the quality of life for all Michigan citizens by 
promoting sound solutions to state and local policy questions. The Mackinac 
Center assists policy makers, scholars, business people, the media, and the public 
by providing objective analysis of Michigan issues. The goal of all Center reports, 
commentaries, and educational programs is to equip Michigan citizens and other 
decision makers to better evaluate policy options. The Mackinac Center for Public 
Policy is broadening the debate on issues that has for many years been dominated 
by the belief that government intervention should be the standard solution. Center 
publications and programs, in contrast, offer an integrated and comprehensive 
approach that considers: ' 

All Institutions. The Center examines the important role of voluntary 
associations, business, community and family, as well as government. 

All People. Mackinac Center research recognizes the diversity of Michigan 
citizens and treats them as individuals with unique backgrounds, circumstances, 
and goals. 

All Disciplines. Center research incorporates the best understanding of 
economics, science, law, psychology, history, and morality, moving beyond 
mechanical cost/benefit analysis. 

All Times. Center research evaluates long-term consequences, not simply 
short-term impact. 

Committed to its independence, the Mackinac Center for Public Policy neither seeks . 
nor accepts any government funding. It enjoys the support of foundations, individuals, 
and businesses who share a concern for Michigan’s future and recognize the important 
role of sound ideas. The Center is a nonprofit, tax-exempt organization under Section 
501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code. For more information on programs and 
publications of the Mackinac Center for Public Policy, please contact: 

Mackinac Center for Public Policy 

140 West Main Street 
P.O. Box 568 

Midland, Michigan 48640 
. (5 17) 63 1-0900 *Fax (5 17) 63 1-0964 
www.mackinac.org • mcpp@mackinac.org 
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The Mackinac Center for Public Policy is committed to delivering the highest quality and 
most reliable research on Michigan issues. The Center guarantees that all original factual 
data are true and correct and that information attributed to other sources is accurately 
represented. 

The Center encourages rigorous critique of its research. If the accuracy of any material 
fact or reference to an independent source is questioned and brought to the Center’s 
attention with supporting evidence, the Center will respond in writing. If an error exists, it 
will be noted in an errata sheet that will accompany all subsequent distribution of the 
publication, which constitutes the complete and final remedy under this guarantee. 



The Impact of School Choice on School Employee Labor Unions 



The Mackinac Center for Public Policy 



The Impact of School Choice on 
School Employee Labor Unions 

Unionization Rates among Private, Charter, and Traditional Government 
Schools Suggest Reason for Union Opposition to School Choice 

by Matthew J. Brouillette and Jeffrey R. Williams 



Table of Contents 



Executive Summary 1 

Introduction 3 

Methodology 3 

Definition of Terms 3 

Collection and Validity of the Data 4 

Results 5 

1. All 583 Michigan Government School Districts Have 

Unionized Teachers 5 

2. Only 5 out of 139 Michigan Charter Schools Have 

Unionized Teachers 6 

3. Only 2 out of 782 Michigan Private Schools Have 

Unionized Teachers 9 

Union Politicization of Michigan’s Traditional Government Schools 10 

History of Public-Sector Unionization in Michigan 

Government Schools 10 

How School Employee Labor Unions Politicize Government Schools 11 

Conclusion: School Choice Threatens to Negatively Affect the 
Financial and Political Power of School Employee Labor Unions 14 

Acknowledgements 16 

About the Authors 16 



ERJC999 



5 



ill 



The Impact of School Choice on School Employee Labor Unions 



The Mackinac Center for Public Policy 



The Impact of School Choice on 
School Employee Labor Unions 

by Matthew J. Brouillette and Jeffrey R. Williams 



Executive Summary 

As education reform proposals such as K-12 tuition vouchers and tax credits are 
debated across Michigan, it is important to assess how increased school choice will impact 
children, teachers, and others with a vested interest in education. 

This Mackinac Center for Public Policy study examines the unionization rates of 
teachers in traditional government, charter, and private schools to determine how school 
choice might affect school employee labor unions, including the Michigan Education 
Association and the Michigan Federation of Teachers. 

The findings of this study reveal that unions have powerful financial incentives to 
maintain the current barriers to school choice, including the Michigan constitutional ban on 
K-12 tuition vouchers and tax credits. Nearly 9 out of 10 school children attend public 
schools with unionized teachers. However, unions have been mostly unsuccessful in their 
attempts to organize teachers in charter and private schools, where few employees are willing 
to join a union or pay dues. To date, only 5 of Michigan’s 139 charter schools are unionized 
and only 2 out of the 782 private schools surveyed were found to have unionized teachers 
(see chart, below). 



This study reveals 
that unions have 
powerful financial 
incentives to 
maintain the 
current barriers to 
school choice , 
including the 
Michigan 
constitutional ban 
on K-12 tuition 
vouchers and 
tuition tax credits. 
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School employee labor unions have traditionally opposed proposals to expand the 
number of charter schools or provide families with tuition tax credits or vouchers to help 
them afford alternatives to unionized government schools. To union officials, expanded 
school choice may mean a reduction in their organizations’ income and political power as 
greater numbers of low- and middle-income families choose to send their children to charter 
and private schools with non-unionized workforces. Union officials likewise understand that 
if families are allowed to effectively choose from among an expanded array of alternative, 
non-unionized schools, so are dues-paying school employees. 


Union officials 
understand that if 
families are 
allowed to 
effectively choose 
from among an 
expanded array of 
alternative , non- 
unionized schools , 
so are dues-paying 
school employees. 


This study shows that union officials have strong financial and political incentives to 
spend millions of dollars to prevent parents from simply being able to choose the safest and 
best schools for their children. 
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Introduction 

To understand why school employee labor unions are likely to spend millions of 
dollars to maintain Michigan’s constitutional ban on K-12 tuition vouchers and tax credits, it 
is important to assess how school choice might affect the financial and political power of the 
Michigan Education Association (MEA) and the Michigan Federation of Teachers (MFT). 

This Mackinac Center study examines the unionization rates of teachers in 
Michigan’s three formal systems of education: traditional government schools; charter 
schools; and private schools. Because the ability to attract, retain, and increase membership 
is critical to the financial power and political influence of any labor union, the purpose of 
this research was to determine the current rates of unionization among teachers and illustrate 
how a shift of students and teachers to non-unionized schools might impact school employee 
labor unions. 

The findings of this study reveal that school employee labor unions have organized 
only a tiny fraction of Michigan charter and private school teachers, but they have unionized 
all of Michigan’s traditional government school teachers. These facts demonstrate that 
school employee unions including the MEA and MFT have strong incentives to maintain the 
status quo and oppose efforts to expand parents’ ability to choose the safest and best schools 
for their children. In the short term, school choice may negatively affect the financial and 
political power of school employee labor unions if more students — and teachers — move from 
unionized to non-unionized schools. In the long term, however, school choice could benefit 
unions that commit to changing the way they organize teachers and influence government 
schooling in Michigan. 



School employee 
labor unions have 
organized only a 
tiny fraction of 
Michigan charter 
and private school 
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Methodology 

Definition of Terms 

It is important to use terms that accurately convey relevant distinctions among the 
three types of schools discussed in this study. All three school types serve the public, but 
only two types commonly have been called “public schools.” This study uses terms that 
distinguish among the three types of schools based on how they are funded and how they are 
controlled. The three types include “private schools” and two types of tax-funded 
“government schools.” The term “traditional government school” identifies a tax-funded 
public school with a politically elected school board; “charter school” identifies a tax-funded 
public school created under the state’s public school academy law; and “private school” 
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